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Food Deserts 
Jacob Day and Lauren Setzkorn 
Cedarville University School of Pharmacy 
Overview of Food Deserts 
Food deserts are a serious public health issue in the U.S. today  
What is a food desert? 
•  A community, particularly a low-income area, in which the residents 
lack access to affordable and healthy food [11] 
• No supermarket or large grocery store within one mile if in an urban 
area or within ten miles if in a rural area [2] 
• Lack of affordable vegetables, fruit, whole grains, and other nutritious 
foods [4] 
• Prevalence of fast food restaurants and convenience stores [4] 
 
Why are there food deserts in the U.S.? 
• Mom-and-pop fresh grocers in urban and rural areas are being phased 
out [10] 
• Superstores have opened in mostly suburban areas [10] 
• Location most profitable for business 
• Lack of demand in rural areas and lack of space in urban areas  
 
Why do food deserts matter? 
• Lack of availability of nutritious foods leads residents to eat readily 
accessible  fatty, sugary, processed foods [3] 
• These poor diets hinder healthy, active living 
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Determinants of Health 
Many health determinants contribute  
to the problem of food deserts. 
Social environment 
• Lack of education can lead to a lack of understanding 
of the importance of healthy eating   
• Lack of job opportunity leads to lack of wealth which 
inhibits the purchasing of healthy foods and the 
transportation needed for shopping 
• Social stigmas, peer pressures, and cultural traditions 
prevent healthy eating and promote unhealthy eating 
 
Physical environment 
• Lack of easy access to healthy foods in many low-
income urban and rural areas 
• Easy access to highly-processed foods 
• Lack of means of transportation for traveling to distant 
grocery stores and farmers’ markets 
 
Individual behaviors 
• People choose to eat unhealthy food because it is tasty, 
available, cheap, and ready to eat 
 
Impact of Food Deserts 
Food deserts adversely impact the entire nation 
How many Americans live in food deserts? 
• 23.5 million people, 6.5 million of which are children [8] 
 
Health costs 
• The individuals’ health suffers due to their poor diet [1] 
• Poor diet causes nutrient deficiencies and chronic illnesses 
• The community as a whole suffers from hindered health, leading to an overall 
lack of productivity 
 
Financial costs 
• The increased prevalence of diet-related illnesses leads to increased healthcare 
costs 
• Individuals pay for expensive medications and hospital visits 
• Employers and businesses suffer from decreased productivity and increased 
absenteeism 
• Costs the healthcare system and the government billions of dollars a year 
• Obesity alone costs the U.S. healthcare system $100 billion dollars a year [5] 
 
Spiritual costs 
• Dealing with physical health problems can distract people from serving the Lord 
Reducing the Incidence 
Food deserts can become food oases. 
Make healthy foods accessible in food deserts [3] 
• Open new grocery stores and farmers’ 
markets that offer fresh foods 
• Mobile food pantry program  
 
Create economic initiatives and policies [8] 
• Subsidies and incentives for stores that sell 
healthy foods 
• Better prices for healthy foods compared to 
junk foods 
• Taxes and restrictions on junk foods 
 
Change people’s views [6] 
• Market healthy foods 
• Provide better public health nutrition 
education programs 
• Raise awareness 
• Become a “Let’s Move!” town 
• Reward healthy eating 
Health Indicators 
Eating the foods available in food deserts  
harms one’s nutrition and overall health 
Directly impacted 
• Obesity  
• Eating high-calorie, nutrient-poor, 
processed foods leads to unhealthy 
weight gain, blood pressure, cholesterol, 
and glucose levels 
• Distance to grocery store and prices of 
healthy foods are positively correlated 
with obesity (p<0.05) [7] 
 
Indirectly impacted 
• Cardiovascular disease [9] 
• Diabetes 
• Hypertension 
• Kidney failure 
• Certain cancers 
• Premature death 
[1] Alviola, P. A., et al. (2013). “Determinants of food deserts.” American Journal of  
      Agricultural  Economics, 95(5): 1259-1265. 
[2] American Nutrition Association. (2015). USDA defines food deserts. Retrieved from  
           americannutritionassociation.org/newsletter/usda-defines-food-deserts 
[3] Aubrey, A. (2011). First lady: Let's Move fruits and veggies to food deserts. Retrieved 
            from npr.org/sections/health-shots/2011/07/20/138544907/first-lady-lets-move- 
            fruits-and-veggies-to-food-deserts 
[4] Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2012). A look inside food deserts. CDC. 
[5] Chen, D. “Food environments and obesity: Household diet expenditure versus food   
            deserts.” AJPH Research, 106(5): 881-88. 
[6] Corapi, S. (2014). Why it takes more than a grocery store to eliminate a food desert.  
            Retrieved from pbs.org/newshour/updates/takes-grocery-store-eliminate-food- 
            desert/ 
[7] Ghosh-Dastidar, B. (2014). “Distance to store, food prices, and obesity in urban food  
            deserts.” American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 47(5): 587–595. 
[8] Let’s Move. (2016). Healthy communities. Retrieved from letsmove.gov/healthy- 
            communities 
[9] Rogers, K. (2014). Food desert. Retrieved from britannica.com/topic/food-desert 
[10] Trimarchi, M. (2008). What's a food desert. Retrieved from  
             science.howstuffworks.com/environmental/green-science/food-desert.htm 
[11] U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.  (2016). Healthy food financing  
             initiative. Retrieved from  
             acf.hhs.gov/ocs/programs/communityeconomicdevelopmenthealthy-food-   
             financing 
Impact on Pharmacy 
Food deserts are changing the  
field of pharmacy. 
Health problems lead to greater need 
for pharmacists 
• More prescriptions to fill  
• More patients to care for and 
treatments to decide upon 
• More opportunities for MTM 
• More research to conduct 
• More jobs in hospitals and clinics 
within food deserts 
 
Pharmacists are joining other 
healthcare professionals to promote 
healthy living 
• Pharmacy trend toward preventive 
healthcare 
• Educate patients about healthy 
eating so they can reverse or 
prevent diet-related conditions 
